business potential (Applegate et al, 1996 , Zwass, 1996 , Earl and Khan, 2001 , the Web provides potential to businesses for enhancing the communication process (De Maeyer, 1997) Organizations have moved from providing a single paragraph summary of environmental issues in annual reports to preparing detailed environmental reports and communicating through electronic media such as the Web. Guidelines such as the global reporting initiative have been developed to encourage companies to communicate environmental issues (GRI, 2002) . These indicate that environmental communication is now a critical component of a business's corporate communication process. In recent times, companies have recognised the benefits of communicating through the Web, leading to its increased use for environmental communication (UNEP, 1999 , 2001 , ACCA, 2001 ).
Literature has also emerged examining the content of environmental disclosure on websites.
However, as evident in the next section, an in-depth understanding of the use of the web by companies is lacking. This study seeks to address this gap in the literature by focusing on the web based environmental communication practice of specific companies in a particular industry, the Australian minerals industry. Focus is on corporate perceptions of web based environmental communication rather than examining environmental disclosure content on websites. Before describing this study in detail, the next section highlights the extent to which the current study contributes to the web based environmental communication literature.
Prior Literature
There is immense literature on web based environmental communication. A majority of these studies are general in that they focus on a large number of companies in a range of industries, and have focused primarily on environmental disclosure on corporate websites. Moreover, there is limited literature on corporate perceptions of web based environmental communication. The "earlier" literature on web based environmental communication such as Craven and Otsmani (1999) , UNEP (1999) and Williams and Pei (2000) indicated that the Rikhardsson et al (2002) , Patten and Crampton (2003) and Andrew (2003) . The common finding to most of these studies is that companies are not fully utilising the web extensively for environmental communication. Unerman and Bennett (2004) is a study which has indicated that in addition to environmental reporting, companies can also use the web for enabling stakeholder dialogue.
The authors examined Shell's global stakeholder dialogue which was enabled through its discussion forum feature on its website. They indicate that the Web does enable stakeholders to engage in democratic debates with companies. Jones et al (1999) (Yin, 2003) that a case study approach seeks to provide 1 .
1 Further discussion on the use of case study as the research strategy for this study is provided later in the paper. It is also clear from the discussion of prior literature here that most web based environmental communication literature does not have a theoretical foundation, largely due to the "newness" of this area. However, legitimacy theory has been used in most prior literature on environmental reporting (Deegan, 2002) . This study will attempt to seek whether the findings of this research subscribe to this theory and whether the use of a particular medium to facilitate environmental reporting requires an expansion to current level of theorization.
The current study

Overview
This study extends prior research on web based environmental communication by seeking the views of corporate managers on web based environmental communication in an environmentally sensitive industry, the Australian minerals industry. It focuses on three companies in this industry which were found to be extensively utilising the web for environmental communication. The intention is to gain an in-depth understanding of the use of the web by companies in an industry which could benefit significantly from utilising the web for environmental communication.
The selection of companies in the minerals industry for this study is based on their highly visible environmental impacts, which often leads to an increasing need to communicate with stakeholders in relation to environmental issues (Christopher et al, 1998 , IIED, 2002 , MMSD, 2002 , Peck and Sinding, 2003 . Therefore, the critical importance of environmental communication in this industry suggests that companies can benefit from an efficient environmental communication process. As previously discussed elsewhere, the Web has the ability to facilitate an efficient environmental communication process, largely due to its capabilities such as timeliness, accessibility, improved presentation and organization, and interaction (Lodhia, 2004) . Therefore, it is of both academic and practitioner interest to explore the use of the Web in an industry which has an increasing need to efficiently communicate with its stakeholders in relation to environmental issues. The views of the communications and environmental managers of three companies in the Australian minerals industry were obtained in order to gain "first hand" knowledge of current practices. As the emphasis of this study is on gaining an in-depth understanding of the web based environmental communication practice of specific companies, the case study approach (Yin, 2003) was the most viable research strategy for this project. It is the analytical generalizations that can be derived from this research that are important and thus, the study focuses on the practices of specific companies rather than attempting to establish general findings. Thus, the research focused on analytical generalisations as opposed to statistical generalizations (Ibid), justifying the choice of a limited "sample" of companies for this research. Environmental disclosure on websites was used in the first place to identify specific companies for this research. The websites of companies in the Australian minerals industry were examined over a period of time and it was found that there were six companies that seemed to be utilising their websites extensively for environmental communication. Two of these companies are multinational corporations (MNCs) which had their headquarters in foreign countries. They were eliminated from the study because emphasis was on those companies which had their key decisions being made within Australia and which had mainly "Australian based" content on their websites. One other company was in voluntary administration at the time of this research and was also eliminated from this study. This left the research to three companies which are referred to as Companies A, B and C in order to protect their identity. Their details are provided in Table 1 . As evident from the table, the study covers three very different companies; a local company, a former local company and a local multinational. Thus, selection of these companies enables a range of different views to be obtained for this research, providing useful insights into current practices in a particular context. • A local company that has been the leader in environmental reporting in Australia.
• Has its own website and its headquarters is based in Australia.
B
• A former local Australian company which was recently taken over by a US corporation. While it is regarded as a local branch of this company, it still retains its Australian management and a lot of its environmental communication processes have remained the same.
• Has its own Australian website, which is also linked to its parent company's global website. C
• A former Australian MNC, which merged with a foreign MNC recently. It has its headquarters in Australia.
• Has a global website with an extensive Australian representation on this. Semi-structured interviews were held with appropriate personnel in the three companies. The responsibilities of each interviewee towards web based environmental communication in their organization are outlined in Table 2 . 
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Personnel Involved in Web Based Environmental Communication
Web based environmental communication is a multi-disciplinary approach. communicated is in a form that is understood by all stakeholders. In addition to these parties, the legal team plays a role in relation to the vetting of information. For periodic reporting, the board of directors may also be involved in signing off the information to be communicated.
As Company B is a branch of a multinational, the information to be communicated on the website has to go through the headquarters in US where similar processes are involved before information can be released on the website.
In Company A, Interviewee A1 in his position as the environmental manager was in charge of the overall web based environmental communication process while Interviewee C1
as the vice-president, sustainable development was involved in overseeing environmental communication through the Web. For company B, Interviewee B1, the corporate communications manager played a vital role in the web based environmental communication practice, a role that extended beyond merely providing support to the environmental manager.
She actually coordinates the environmental communication practice. These are the personnel who have the authority to approve ad-hoc changes to the environmental content on websites.
Web Based Environmental Communication Processes
The use of the Web for environmental communication within an organization involves a formal process. Environmental and communications sections of a company play a vital role in this regard. The corporate environmental personnel need to create environmental information for communication purposes and this involves liaising with environmental managers at the various sites. This information needs to be passed to corporate communications where staff are involved in converting this information for communication purposes. Consideration is also given to how the Web can be used to communicate this information and this could involve consultation between the environmental/sustainability manager and the communications manager. Internal approvals and a vetting process follow these processes. These are likely to be more stringent for periodic reporting while for ad-hoc reporting, these processes could be expedited with the environmental manager having authority to authorise information changes on websites in relation to environmental issues.
For Company A, given its decision to undertake continuous reporting, the processes
and guidelines for what has to be reported are in development stages. The personnel are aware of the need to regularly communicate environmental information and to update this, but given the fact that such reporting is no longer ad-hoc, there is a need to clearly delineate and codify the actual activities involved in web based environmental communication. There is also the issue of verification of information on the websites and the company is exploring ways in 
The Web and Environmental Communication
All interviewees contended that the Web had changed the process of environmental communication. They saw the Web as an efficient medium for communicating their environmental performance. There was also mention of the fact that companies had amended their existing environmental communication practice to take advantage of this phenomenal technology for information dissemination. Interviewees perceived that the Internet would rise to prominence in the future and most companies will utilise this mechanism. Some of these views are expressed in the following quotes: 
Benefits and challenges to web based environmental communication
The benefits of the use of the Web for environmental communication over print media focused primarily on its accessibility features (mass communication), its timeliness, and its presentation and organization tools. Terms such as ability to reach a wider group of people, updateability and flexibility were frequently cited. Mention was also made of Web tools such as log analysis software and multimedia. In addition to these technological benefits, nontechnological benefits were mentioned. It was stated that the Web was a cost effective approach towards environmental communication in the long run when compared to print media.
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[12] Interviewees at all the companies did mention that access to the website was an issue that concerned them and that print media was in some instances more accessible to certain stakeholders. They were concerned with the digital divide and acknowledged that it was an issue that needed to be managed if web based environmental communication was to realize its "full" potential.
Most of the interviewees also mentioned that print media was also a preferable tool for some stakeholders. Interviewee A1 however stated that such limitations were not always critical, given that the distinction between the Web and print media is not as rigid. Documents from the Web can be easily printed.
Security of websites and authenticity of information on them was another issue that concerned companies. However, two of the companies did mention that they have stringent procedures in place to deal with these issues and therefore, these did not impede their web Company B relies on its hardcopy reports for stakeholders to choose the level of detail they require. General environmental issues are provided in the overview document while reports on individual sites are available to those with specific interests in the environmental performance of mine sites. As mentioned earlier, the website merely hosts these documents. The findings from the interviews at Company B provides insights into an issue that has not been discussed in prior literature. It is clear that the takeover of the Australian company by a US company has had an impact on its environmental communication. As websites are global, a multinational needs to ensure that environmental communication for the entire group is consistent. The downside to this is that local companies will not have the
